Comparisons between patients' and nurses' assessment of pain and medication efficacy in severe burn injuries.
In order to provide burn patients with adequate pain relief, the nurses must be able to accurately evaluate the patients' pain levels and to assess whether sufficient analgesia is achieved or not. The present study examined this issue by comparing the pain ratings in 42 patients hospitalized for burn injuries and 42 nurses. The patient and the attending nurse were asked to rate, independently of each other, the intensity of the pain felt by the patient during a therapeutic procedure and at rest. When analgesic medication was given prior to the procedure, both the patients and the nurses were asked to estimate the degree of pain relief. All ratings were obtained using visual analogue and verbal scales. The results revealed significant but small correlations between the nurses' and patients' ratings. Frequently, the nurses underestimated or overestimated the patients' pain. Discrepancies were also observed in the evaluation of pain medication efficacy, the nurses showing a tendency to overestimate the degree of pain relief. The accuracy of the nurses' perception did not vary as a function of the patients' age, socioeconomic status or burn severity. However, the number of years of experience in burn-nursing had a significant influence on the nurses' estimation of the patients' pain during therapeutic procedures. Theoretical and clinical implications of these results are discussed with a particular emphasis on the need to implement systematic procedures to assess pain and success of analgesia. Additional recommendations to optimize pain management in burn patients are also made.